

[image: Illustration]





 


Charlaine Harris is a New York Times bestselling author who has been writing for over thirty-five years. Born and raised in the Mississippi Delta, she is the author of the Aurora Teagarden mysteries, basis for the Hallmark Movies & Mysteries Aurora Teagarden original movies; the Midnight, Texas series, now airing on NBC; the Sookie Stackhouse urban fantasy series, basis for the HBO show True Blood; the Lily Bard mysteries; the Harper Connelly mysteries; and the co-author of the graphic novel trilogy Cemetery Girl. Harris now lives in Texas with her husband and two rescue dogs.


Visit Charlaine Harris online at charlaineharris.com and on Facebook as CharlaineHarris.









BY CHARLAINE HARRIS


Gunnie Rose series


An Easy Death


A Longer Fall


The Russian Cage


The Serpent in Heaven


Midnight, Texas series


Midnight Crossroad


Day Shift


Night Shift


Aurora Teagarden Mystery series


Real Murders


A Bone to Pick


Three Bedrooms, One Corpse


The Julius House


Dead over Heels


A Fool and His Honey


Last Scene Alive


Poppy Done to Death


All the Little Liars


Sleep Like a Baby


Sookie Stackhouse series


Dead until Dark


Living Dead in Dallas


Club Dead


Dead to the World


Dead as a Doornail


Definitely Dead


All Together Dead


From Dead to Worse


Dead and Gone


Dead in the Family


Dead Reckoning


Deadlocked


Dead Ever After


The Complete Sookie Stackhouse Stories
The Sookie Stackhouse Companion


Lily Bard Mystery series


Shakespeare’s Landlord


Shakespeare’s Champion


Shakespeare’s Christmas


Shakespeare’s Trollop


Shakespeare’s Counselor


The Cemetery Girls Trilogy
(with Christopher Golden)


Cemetery Girl: Book One: Pretenders


Cemetery Girl: Book Two: Inheritance


Cemetery Girl: Book Three: Haunted


Harper Connelly Mysteries


Grave Sight


Grave Surprise


An Ice Cold Grave


Grave Secret


Graphic Novels
(with illustrations by William Harms)


Grave Sight Parts 1–3


Standalone Novels


Sweet and Deadly


A Secret Rage









[image: illustration]









 


PIATKUS


First published in the US in 2023 by Saga Press, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Piatkus


Copyright © 2023 by Charlaine Harris Schulz


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-349-43041-6


Piatkus


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









CONTENTS


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five









To Paula, who travels with me and hears me groan and moan. To Toni and Dana, who offer me the best of constructive criticism and invaluable friendship. To my husband and children and grandchildren, who hold my heart. To my agent, Joshua Bilmes of JABberwocky, who has been my strong right hand during my whole career. To Debbie and Steve at APA, for their diligence on my behalf. And last and foremost, to my readers, without whom I am nothing.










CHAPTER ONE



Lizbeth


Eli was working, so I met the train at Sweetwater by myself. I’d just returned from guarding a shipment of farm implements on a leg of its journey between Canada and Mexico; I’d had to travel to take the job, but it had been ten days of work, and lucrative. And it had gotten me out of the house.


All of which meant I could afford to rent the old car from the Segundo Mexia stables and drive to Sweetwater to meet the train.


The station at Sweetwater was little more than a shack clinging to a platform, but at least there were a couple of benches under a roof. I was grateful for the shade. It was June, and June in Texoma is hot and dry . . . unless it rains. Then it’s hot and steamy. Today was a dry day.


The stationmaster, a sprightly sixty-ish woman named Molly Lerma, came out of the shack to sit with me. I expect she was glad of the company.


“You’re Jackson and Candle’s daughter, ain’t you?” she asked, and spat into an old can positioned at her feet.


“Candle’s daughter and Jackson’s stepdaughter. Lizbeth Rose. Lizbeth Rose Savarova, now.” My outlandish married name still got a lot of stares in Texoma, which used to be Texas and Oklahoma, more or less.


Molly Lerma gave me the expected long stare. “You the one married that wizard?”


I wasn’t going to tell her that Eli was a grigori, not a wizard, especially since I wasn’t sure there was a big difference. “Eli Savarov,” I said. I didn’t tack the “Prince” on first because it just sounded silly.


“And he wanted to live in Texoma?”


I wasn’t surprised Molly sounded incredulous. Texoma was poor, remote, and the smallest of the five countries created when the United States had fallen apart.


“He did,” I said, and left it at that.


“How’s Jackson doing? I knew him from school,” the stationmaster said. She spat again.


“He’s doing well.” Jackson had worked hard and carved himself out a position of power in Segundo Mexia, our little town.


Molly smiled. She was missing some important teeth. “Jackson always was a go-getter.”


I nodded and smiled back, hoping the conversation was at an end. Not that I minded talking about my stepfather. I was real fond of Jackson Skidder. He’d taught me how to shoot and given me my Colts. Couldn’t ask for anything better than my Colt 1911s. I had to stop myself from reaching down to pat them. Jackson had been way more of a dad to me than my actual father, whom I’d only met once, the day I killed him.


After a pleasant few minutes of silence, I asked Molly if the train was on time. She said, “I reckon.” That was the end of our conversation. Which suited me. I had a lot to think about.


I was waiting at the train station to pick up my half sister Felicia, who was coming in from San Diego (capital of the Holy Russian Empire) with Eli’s brother Peter. Not only had Eli and I not had company since we’d been married, but Felicia was over fifteen, and Peter was eighteen and a bit. The last time I’d seen them, they’d been sweet on each other. Their sleeping arrangements were kind of up in the air.


Also, though my half sister (same father, different mother) had started life in a Mexican slum, she was an educated city girl now. Segundo Mexia, my hometown, was humble and small, as Eli had carefully not said during the past few months. After we’d come home married and built the addition to my cabin and Eli had begun scouting around for work, I’d seen lots of mouth-tightening and tense shoulders. He was having a hard time adjusting.


During their stay, would Peter and Felicia be content to hunt with me or practice magic with Eli? Did you have to entertain company?


I knew that moving dirt, finding water, and warding businesses was not what Eli, now Prince Savarov, had planned to do as a grigori. In his life in San Diego, Eli had been in Tsar Alexei’s service. He’d had access to the palace and a relationship with the royal family. He’d had good friends among the other grigoris, the top of the magic hierarchy. He’d had a disagreeable but powerful partner named Paulina. He’d been able to visit his mother and sisters and Peter. He’d lived in the grigori dormitory. He’d been independent and important and on the way up.


Now Eli lived in Segundo Mexia with me, doing work that was anything but exalted. The people in my little town were just getting over regarding Eli with suspicion. Grigoris were not highly regarded in Texoma, unlike in the Holy Russian Empire. Of course, Eli lived with me, his wife, and I had only a trace of magic. I was a gunnie. I made my living—our living—with my shooting. In Texoma, that had more prestige.


Eli hadn’t complained about any of this. It was the silence that worried me.


If I ran out of concerns about my husband, I could fret about how my mother would feel when she met Felicia, the other daughter of my father. I’d been conceived when Oleg Karkarov raped my mother. Later, back in Mexico, Oleg had married Felicia’s mother before Felicia had come along. My mother had been beautiful; Felicia’s mother had been the scion of Mexico’s most prominent witch family.


I could see a black dot way down the tracks. I breathed out, relieved and worried and happy.


“Thar she comes,” Molly Lerma said. “Right on time.” She sounded triumphant, as if I’d told her I doubted the train would arrive.


“Right on time,” I agreed.


Hooting and screeching, the train came to a stop at the little station. Old Mrs. Guthrie got off first. Molly Lerma helped her down the steps. Mrs. Guthrie carried an ancient carpetbag and a cage with a bird in it. You would have thought she was carrying a horse, the fuss she made.


I was on my feet and waiting impatiently for her to clear the way, because I knew my sister would be next off. Felicia propelled herself from the steps, and I caught her, and we laughed and held each other, and she cried a little before she drew back. Felicia was so grown-up! So pretty! We didn’t look alike . . . but we did, in some ways.


By that time, Peter had gotten off, too. He was carrying two modest suitcases. He gave me a quick hug and a peck on the cheek before looking up and down the little platform. “Where’s Eli?” he said.


“Oh, my God!” Felicia was bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet. There was more of her to bounce than there had been a few months ago, especially in the chest department. “We’re here! We’re out of the city!”


That made me feel a little better. “I’m really glad to see you,” I said. “Peter, Eli’s working, but he’ll be home soon. Maybe by the time we get there.”


Peter smiled. That turned him into a man you’d look at a second time.


My half sister sure looked . . . and smiled back.


“This all your luggage?” I pointed at the two bags Peter carried.


“Peter said I had to travel light.” Felicia was still bouncing.


I asked Peter to put the bags in the car, and after some exclaiming over the luxury of getting to ride—which was a real luxury in Texoma, they both realized—Peter tossed the bags into the trunk, and we admired the car, which had been created out of bits and pieces of vehicles that had gone before. The body had come from a Ford, but the doors had been grafted on from another car line, and so on.


“Let’s get going,” I said. I opened the driver’s door. Peter went around to the other side.


“Who is your doctor?” Peter asked as he slid into the front seat.


“What doctor?” I sounded angry, and I knew it. I couldn’t help it. I was going to have to talk about what had happened.


They both froze. They glanced at each other. Then back at me.


Felicia said, very slowly, very cautiously, “Lizbeth, it seems to Peter and me that you are pregnant.”


“I’m not,” I said, and then I fainted.


It only took me a minute to come around, and then I scrambled to my feet, weaving as I stood, just for a moment. Felicia was kneeling beside the open car door, Peter looked horrified, and stationmaster Molly was gaping.


“Liar,” Felicia said, standing to put her arm around me. In a vague sort of way, I noticed she didn’t have to reach up to do that now. She was six years younger than me, but she was going to pass me height-wise, probably in the next few months.


That was not what I was supposed to be thinking about.


“I’m really not,” I said.


“But you fainted.”


“I lost the baby fifteen days ago,” I said, in a voice that told them to close the subject. I got back in the driver’s seat.


“Do you think I ought to drive?” Peter offered. “I’d be glad to do that.”


“I feel fine now.” And I did. Almost normal. I looked in the rearview mirror at my sister, who was trying not to cry.


After a moment’s hesitation, Peter climbed in beside me. The car started up just fine. The soft upholstery smelled like dust, probably because the windows had to be left open for air circulation. We drove out of Sweetwater with my two visitors looking around them at the gently rolling countryside, the patches of green (mostly mountain cedar), the dry grass, the beating sun.


“How’s Eli?” Peter said. “Where is he working?” He yawned widely.


“He had to go over to Cactus Flats early this morning. He’s doing some earthmoving to help with their new town sewage system.”


“An air grigori working on earth?” Peter frowned.


“It’s a job that pays,” I said, as mildly as I could. Though Eli’s specialty was air, that didn’t mean he couldn’t move some earth. Just required a little more work. Same way I’d taken on a job guarding a bank in Homer’s Corner while there was a large payroll in its safe, which was not my favorite job. It was what I called a sitting duck situation.


But Eli and I needed extra money to pay for the expense of additions to our cabin. Until the year before, my home had been one large room with a walled-off bathroom in one corner. In time, I’d gotten on city water.


Even later, after I’d met Eli and he’d come to care about me (and I’d done him some favors), he’d added electricity. Several of the houses on the hill had tied into it, too. So my monthly bills, which had been almost nonexistent, were now a factor in my budget. But I hunted for my meat, I’d gotten some vegetables in return for helping with my mother’s garden, and I swapped for other things I needed.


That had been good living for a single woman but not ideal for a couple, we’d found. It had been easy enough to add our bedroom, but it had put a hole in our savings. Now we’d added yet another bedroom to the cabin. We were managing, but we had to consider every expenditure. Eli wasn’t used to that.


I realized neither Peter nor Felicia had spoken in a few minutes. Felicia’s eyes were shut, and she’d leaned against the door. Peter’s eyes were open but droopy.


“You tired?” I asked him.


He nodded. In another minute, his eyes closed. I remembered how exhausted I’d been when I’d traveled to San Diego and back.


Felicia stirred a little when we got to the outskirts of Segundo Mexia. “We there?” she said, her voice full of sleep.


“Yep. You and Peter share a bed?” I asked Felicia quietly. I wanted to get that settled before we got home. “We can put a partition between two beds in the new room, or we can shove the beds together. We didn’t want to take anything for granted.”


Felicia was nodding off again. “We can share,” she muttered. “Either way is fine. When will we meet your mother?”


“Tomorrow,” I said. “When you’ve woken up.”


“’Kay,” she said, and her eyes shut.


The rest of the ride was completely silent. It was brief, too, because there wasn’t much to Segundo Mexia even when you drove through the whole town, as I had. I hated to wake my passengers, but we’d have to walk up to the cabin. There was no track for a car. None of us who lived up the hill had one. Not enough money.


I roused my passengers to start them walking. I followed with the bags. We passed Rex Santino on his way to town and exchanged greetings. Jed Franklin was working on some leather at a table out-side his cabin, and we nodded at each other. Chrissie popped out of her front (and only) door long enough to wave at me, shake her head at the sight of my guests (who were just about walking in their sleep), and begin to hang out her wash. Her two boys were at school, though it was about to close for the summer.


My mother, the town schoolteacher, had told me Chrissie’s boys were not too bright, very lively, and good-natured. Took after their ma, in other words. Chrissie’s youngest, a girl, began to cry from inside the shack. Chrissie pegged one last shirt on the line and went in.


Our cabin was the last one on the town side of the hill, near the top. I was glad to see the front door open as we approached. Eli leaped out to hug Peter, then Felicia.


“They need to go right to bed,” I called.


“I can see that.” Eli was smiling. He was very happy to see his brother. He’d talked about his sisters and his mother from time to time, but I think he’d missed Peter most of all. Eli raised his eyebrows over Peter’s head, silently asking if I’d gotten the word on the bed situation. I held up a finger for one. He nodded and made big eyes at me to show his astonishment.


I laughed out loud. I couldn’t help it. I was so glad to see Eli acting like himself.


Felicia turned to look, her eyes heavy with sleep. “Bathroom?” she said groggily.


“Indoors to the back right,” I said. It made me proud to need to give directions to the inside of the cabin. Before, it had been completely obvious where everything must be. Having a bathroom inside was not a given in Segundo Mexia or anywhere in Texoma.


Eli was showing Peter their bedroom (to the right of the big original room). He stowed the suitcases on the bench at the foot of the bed, which we had built . . . both bed and bench. Without another word, Peter collapsed onto the mattress. At least he’d pulled his shoes off.


After a couple of minutes, Felicia trudged out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, her face clean. When she saw Peter asleep, she half-smiled before she slid into the bed beside him. Eli and I backed out and shut the door behind us.


That was the last we saw of our company until early evening.


Eli and I ate sandwiches outside at the picnic table under the live oak tree. He’d gotten cash for the job this morning, which was not always the case. Sometimes he was paid in produce or chickens or rabbits. Once a goat. At first, this had astonished and disgusted him, but now he’d adapted. I’d dug a pit and barbecued the goat, and it had been delicious. We’d fed everyone on the hill. Jackson and my mother had come, too.


“What shall I do?” Eli said after we’d eaten. He glanced at the house, hopeful he’d see Peter come out. He would be restless until he could talk to his brother. This was a thing I’d learned about Eli after we’d gotten married: he was not good at just being. He didn’t mind a good project, but he was not one to just take a morning off to fish or hunt.


“You can return the car to John Seahorse,” I said. “Tell him it drove fine. And if you could drop by the hotel to tell Jackson our company got here safely, I’d appreciate it.” I handed him the car key.


Eli jumped up and started downhill. There was a breeze, and his long light hair blew back in a pretty way. He was wearing his grigori vest, of course, with its many pockets and crannies, over a sleeveless shirt. He was a sight. I sighed at the picture he made.


Jackson and my mom seemed to like him, though there was a certain reservation in the way they treated him. I sighed again, this time not so happily.


I went into the cabin to wash our plates and found that Felicia had tossed their travel clothes outside the bedroom door. I gathered them and heated water over the outside fire. I used it to fill the washtub outside, added some soap flakes, and plunged the clothes into the hot water. I scrubbed them and rinsed them and hung them to dry, which wouldn’t take any time at all on this hot, sunny day.


I thought about the hundreds of times I’d watched my mother do the same thing. I didn’t think Candle Rose Skidder (her name for fifteen years now) was exactly looking forward to meeting my half sister—yet she was glad that I had one, she’d told me so.


I was very lucky. Though I’d been the result of rape, I’d been brought up with love. My mother had trained to be a teacher so she could support me, and my grandparents had taken care of me while she did so. Mom might have hidden her head in disgrace all her days, but she did not. She toughed it out. She’d ended up respected, and she’d made a good marriage to Jackson Skidder.


My half sister, who was legitimate, had lost her mother and been neglected by our father. Her mother’s father had denied her. I, the bastard, had come out the luckier of us two. I could only be grateful.


I yawned wide enough to swallow a deer whole. Maybe a nap would be a good idea. I lay down on our bed, leaving the door open. In two shakes of a lamb’s tail, I was dreaming of broad deserts.










CHAPTER TWO



Though I had been asleep for an hour, Eli hadn’t returned when I was wakened by a knock at the door. I pulled myself out of my doze to answer it as quickly as I could, so Felicia and Peter wouldn’t be disturbed.


If I’d known the knocker was Thomas Carter, I wouldn’t have opened the door. I regretted not having taken the time to buckle on my gun belt.


Thomas was the brother of one of my first bosses. I’d liked Martin Carter, both as a friend and a boss, but Thomas had always reminded me of a snake. He hadn’t liked me when I worked for Martin. He liked me even less after Martin died and I inherited the proceeds of our last job and Martin’s guns.


Then Thomas tried to best me by taking me to his bed. He had this delusion that he was attractive to me. He turned out to be one of those men who can’t accept it when you aren’t interested.


Today Thomas was smiling at me . . . that sneering kind of smile that made me want to slap the tar out of him. He knew he was about to ruin my day.


So I didn’t speak.


After a moment or two, Thomas couldn’t wait any longer. He wanted to drop whatever bomb he thought he had in his armory. “I hear you got company,” he said.


I waited some more.


“Where’s your Russian?” was Thomas’s next clever remark.


So he knew Eli was gone. Maybe he’d seen Eli in town. “Home any minute,” I said. I hoped I could make him leave. If I didn’t lose my temper, Eli might.


“I’m just trying to be nice.”


“You’ve never tried to be nice in your life.”


“I hear you added a room on your house. Got a baby on the way?” He waggled his eyebrows.


He couldn’t know he’d hit me in the stomach. I kept my face blank, but it cost me a lot.


“No baby. A brother-in-law visiting,” Peter said from behind me.


“And who are you?” Thomas said.


“My brother-in-law, dumbass,” I said, just as Peter answered, “What the fuck is it to you?”


I was surprised by the language, but I couldn’t have put it better myself.


“I just come to tell you I’m running for sheriff, and I got some money behind me,” Thomas said. “I hope I can count on your vote.” He was still grinning.


I stared at him, willing him to keel over with a heart attack. When Thomas just kept smirking, I shut the door in his face. And leaned against it.


“I heard that right?” Peter said, as we listened to Thomas’s footsteps retreating. “He’s running for sheriff?”


“Yes. Maybe that’s supposed to strike fear in my heart. The bad thing is, it does. He could find a hundred ways to make my life miserable if he gets elected.”


We sat at the table in the middle of the room. I’d borrowed a checked tablecloth from my mother for the occasion, and I thought it dressed up the room—which, to be honest, was very plain.


“Jonah Gleason died last month. He’d been the sheriff here my whole life. Not that he had a lot to do. He pretty much let things roll along. But Jonah and I got along. Having a sheriff who flat-out hates me . . . that would be bad.”


It was a good time for Eli to return.


“I passed Thomas Carter,” my husband said. “He came here? He gave me a big smile. I guess he wanted to make sure I was worried about his visit.” Eli bent to give his brother a hug. They beamed at each other.


“He came to threaten your wife,” Peter said.


“Threaten Lizbeth? What a chump.” Eli had a slight Russian accent. I pressed my lips together so I wouldn’t smile.


“Thomas is running for sheriff,” I explained.


The door to the guest bedroom opened. “Why?” Felicia said. Though she was rumpled and had pillow creases on her face, it struck me that my little sister was now quite pretty. I’d never thought about it before.


“Why what?” Eli said, leaning over to give her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.


“Why is this Thomas running for the office, you think?” Felicia had a brush in her hand, and now she began running it through her long, dark mane. I could see hairs drifting down to the floor in the sunlight. I suppressed a sigh.


“Thomas would love to have power,” I said, not caring that I sounded sour. “He’s never found anything he’s good at, except being an ass. There’s history behind him hating me. My first serious boyfriend was Tarken, who hired me onto his gun crew when I was sixteen. The other crew leader was Martin, Thomas’s brother.”


This was old information to Eli, who began putting away the clean pans still in the drainboard.


“How old was Tarken?” Felicia asked, in a very casual tone.


“Probably twenty-eight? Thereabouts, anyway.”


Felicia tried to hide her disapproval. I let her.


“After I’d been on the crew awhile, Tarken and I got close. Then he was killed in an ambush on a run to New America. The rest of the crew—Martin and my friend Galilee—died, too. Everyone but me.”


Eli opened the door to our bedroom to hang his hat and vest inside and returned to pat me on the shoulder. He knew this was painful for me still. He had met me soon after that awful time, when I’d still been suffering from the aftereffects.


“Were you hurt?” Peter said.


“I wasn’t shot dead, like my friends. But I got a pretty bad knock on the head. I had to finish the job, which was getting two farm families to Corbin in New America. We ran into more trouble on the way.” I hadn’t thought we’d ever get to Corbin to meet up with Joshua Beekins, who’d hired our gun team.


“So how did Thomas come to be angry? Did he blame you for his brother’s death?” Peter was sure that must be the reason Thomas hated me.


I shook my head. “Even for Thomas, that wouldn’t make any sense. If you’re a gunnie, you got to expect you’re going to encounter close calls and death, as a matter of course.” That was the nature of the job.


“Then what?” Felicia was impatient.


“Thomas buried Tarken and Martin, which ordinarily I would have done. But I had to hurry after our cargo, try to save them from the gang that attacked us. Thomas expected me to be very grateful that he’d dug the graves.”


They stared at me.


“He expected me to show my gratitude with sex.”


“Ewwwww,” Felicia said.


“Instead, my stepfather sent Thomas a barrel of pickles.”


Peter laughed. “A barrel of pickles instead of you!” He traded a smile with Eli, who’d always thought that part of the story was funny, too.


I nodded. “So I thought that was over. And I repaid Jackson for the pickles, killed him a deer and a turkey. I hoped I’d heard the last of Thomas until one night, he came by here drunk and told me I owed him Martin’s gun. The gun was mine by right. The gun goes to the gun crew when a member dies.”


I got up to start chopping the cooked beef roast I’d pulled out of the refrigerator. If it had been cold weather, I’d have been glad to put it in a pan in the oven, but when the temperature was this warm, cooking outside on the fire was better. I added some water and chopped onions and tomatoes and a pepper, then salt, cumin, and cilantro. Peter carried the pot out and put it where Eli showed him, above the fire Eli started with a spell. Nice to have extra hands.


“I did give one of the bandit pistols to Galilee’s son,” I told Felicia, in the interest of honesty. “And I gave Tarken’s share of the money to his ex-wife, for their son.”


“So what happened when Thomas claimed Martin’s gun?” Felicia said, after I’d washed the knife and the cutting board.


“Told him no.”


She grinned. “How’d he take that?”


“Said it was his by rights as next of kin. Said Martin had told him he was going to get rid of me, since I didn’t get along with the rest of the crew. Thomas said he’d get a lawyer and sue me for the pay we’d gotten for the job.”


Peter and Eli had come back inside. Peter put his arm around Felicia’s shoulders. “What an ass,” he said. “He has a lot of gall.”


I wish I’d shot Thomas when I first had the idea. I didn’t realize I’d said it out loud until they all swung their heads to look at me.


“Are you crying?” Felicia said. Seemed like all I did these days was cry, ever since I’d lost the baby. But I really, really didn’t want to talk about it.


“That was a hard trip,” I said instead. “The bandits who’d killed my friends had a good lead. They’d stopped to rape the women by the time I caught up. I had to kill all of them by myself. And we got to Corbin. Then I had to get back here.” That return walk by myself had been the bleakest time of my life . . . at least to date. “And after that, I had to deal with an asshole.”


There was silence from the others while they digested that.


“I think you’re right. We should kill Thomas,” Felicia said.


I wasn’t sure if she was joking or serious. Peter and Eli smiled. Felicia and I didn’t.


“If he gets elected, we’ll have to move,” I told Eli. I meant it.


“All the more reason,” my half sister said.


I had to agree with her.


Eli said, “I will take care of him if I have to.” He smiled again. “If my wife doesn’t call dibs.” He’d just learned that expression, and he loved to work it into the conversation.


People in Segundo Mexia and its surroundings tended to handle disputes one-on-one, sometimes with violence. As a country, Texoma was not that partial to law and order. Eli had taken to it like a duck to water, though it shocked him, too.


“I should have killed Thomas long ago. He’s done dirty things to me as long as I’ve known him. But even in Texoma, I can’t shoot a man for being a nasty piece of work and get away with it. There’s got to be more to the story. If he draws on me, sure. If he tries to kill my sister, sure. If he slaps my mother in public? Absolutely. But not just because he makes me want to throw up.”


Peter’s eyes were wide as an owl’s. “You can shoot someone here for slapping your mother? Oh, boy.”


“I’m hungry,” Felicia said. “Is the food ready? Can we eat while we talk about this?”


Trust Felicia to be practical.


“The meat should have simmered enough in thirty more minutes. I’ve got tortillas and beans plus some fresh tomatoes.” I took the pot of beans out to join the meat over the fire. I wrapped the tortillas in aluminum foil to put in the coals for a quick warm-up right before we ate.


Though Peter looked a bit surprised at the menu, he’d have to learn to like it. My sister was all smiles. Felicia had grown up speaking Spanish and eating Mexican in Ciudad Juárez, south of the border. Even Eli loved spicy food. Me, I had been raised on anything cheap. The fresh tomatoes had come from my mother’s garden. They couldn’t be beat.


We sat at the picnic table with a big cold pitcher of tea and full plates. Even Peter seemed to enjoy the meat and beans and tomatoes, though he looked surprised a few times when he got a bite of pepper. He drank three glasses of tea. The heat was not so bad now that it was evening, and a breeze had come up the hill.


It felt good to be together. Two brothers, two sisters—well, half sisters—and a fine evening with plenty of food.


As we carried the dishes in to wash them, Felicia groaned with her hand to her stomach and said, “I may never eat again!” I smiled at her. She had a lot of growing to catch up on, though now she had left behind all traces of the child she’d appeared to be when I’d first met her. I could believe she was fifteen now.


Peter helped me with the dishes while Felicia took a quick shower. Eli stepped out to extinguish the fire.


I tried not to think any more about Thomas. A ball of fury formed in my stomach every time I remembered the smirk on his face and his talk of people putting money behind him. Who would do that?


“Did you build your cabin yourself?” Felicia said, as if she knew I wanted to talk about something else.


At my request, she was sitting in the open doorway to comb her hair. I noticed that her hair was darker now that she wasn’t in the sun all the time, almost black like mine, and a little wavy. I had gringo skin, and my hair was curly.


“Jackson and I built it together when I’d saved some money. I guess I was almost seventeen then. Didn’t seem right for me to live with Mom and Jackson any longer.” It had been a happy time for me. “I bought this land up here for almost nothing. Jackson helped with the building material and the construction.”


“So you actually hammered all the nails and so on?” Felicia looked genuinely amazed.


“Yep. Jackson and Mom and I drew up the plans. Jackson showed me how to do the figuring on the raw material. We had a little help with the actual building of it.”


My friend Dan Brick had helped, every hour he could get off from his folks’ bakery. I’d been glad to have him. It was only later I learned Dan Brick had pictured living in this cabin with me. He hadn’t been around since he’d realized that wasn’t going to happen, after he saw Eli. I kind of missed him.


“You stopped in the middle of what you were saying,” Felicia said.


She and Peter were staring at me. Eli had his back to us because he was reading a book we’d picked up at the secondhand bookstore in Fort Worth last time we’d passed through.


“I guess this thing with Thomas is spooking me,” I said. My eyes lit on my husband, and he happened to look up at that moment.


“What’s wrong, my darling?” he asked. When Eli was worried, he could get flowery.


“I guess it’s time for me to go to bed,” I said. “What about the rest of you?”


“I know I took a long nap, but I think I could get back to sleep,” Peter said, yawning. Felicia nodded. “Me too.”


“Tomorrow morning, I’m going to take Felicia to meet Chrissie and Mom,” I told Eli. “Can you and Peter make sure we have enough wood for the cooking fire? Maybe take Peter by the hotel?” My stepfather owned the Antelope, the hotel on the town square. It had a bar and a restaurant. Peter had been there before, a day that had been pretty much a disaster. “I know Jackson would like to see Peter.” I didn’t say again because I didn’t want to bring up memories.


“Of course,” Eli said. He looked pleased at the idea of having Peter to himself.


Wood was not abundant around Segundo Mexia, where there weren’t a lot of trees of any size. Eli didn’t mind doing a lot of mundane tasks, but he didn’t like to scrounge for fuel for the fire. He’d go into town and buy some from Franklin Wood. When people drifted into Segundo Mexia, sometimes they took new names to simplify their lives, and often those names had something to do with their means of living. Sometimes—often—they were escaping from trouble elsewhere.










CHAPTER THREE



The morning was less hot. We ate oatmeal for breakfast with raisins thrown in. Felicia and I did the dishes while Peter and Eli got ready to go. They both had their vests on.


I did my best not to make a face.


The people hereabouts would have cottoned to Eli much more quickly if he didn’t wear the vest; it marked him out as different and made them anxious. If he only wore it when he was working, even. But the one time I’d brought it up, he’d let me know in no uncertain terms that leaving the vest at home was as out of the question as me leaving my guns at the cabin.


Peter and Eli were talking nonstop as they walked down the hill. I had to smile, watching them. They might not look that much alike, but anyone could tell they were brothers.
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